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A Women’s Medicine as a Nation’s Hope:
Reformulating Danggui in
Early Twentieth-Century China

Jen-der Lee

Distinguished Research Fellow, Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica

This article investigates the role of Danggui (Angelica sinensis) within
discourses of pharmaceutical modernization and national salvation in early
twentieth-century China. Drawing on journal articles and newspaper
advertisements, supplemented by government archives and pharmaceutical
publications, it explores how this widely used materia medica underwent a
process of estrangement and re-recognition in modern China.

Esteemed for its blood-regulating properties, Danggui had been valued as
an effective pain reliever since antiquity. It assumed important status in
women’s medicine with the establishment of Chinese gynecology between
the fifth and the thirteenth centuries, and was further extolled as an
“essential medicine for women” in the sixteenth century. Despite this
specific association, the herb continued to be regarded as highly versatile,
encapsulated in the popular saying “nine out of ten formulas contain
Danggui”. In the late nineteenth century, however, Danggui was
introduced to Europe, prompting Merck pharmaceutical company to
manufacture Eumenol, a patented emmenagogue that was marketed
globally and eventually re-imported into China. Confronted with Western
medical encroachment, Chinese practitioners experienced both a crisis of
knowledge and a stimulus for reform. Nationalist entrepreneurs established
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pharmaceutical factories, developed new formulations, and promoted them
through extensive advertising. Physicians critiqued traditional methods of
preparation, experts sought to identify botanical species and isolate active
components, and even amid the hardships of the Second Sino-Japanese
War, a clinical trial was undertaken.

During the 1920s and 1940s, discourse on Danggui shifted from traditional
categories of flavor and preparation toward biological taxonomy and
chemical composition; its therapeutic image narrowed from a broad-
spectrum remedy to a drug focused on regulating menstruation and
promoting fertility. Although debates over botanical classification and
pharmacological constituents remained unresolved, combined trials of
new-style extracts and traditional decoctions, involving more than one
hundred patients with amenorrhea and dysmenorrhea, reaffirmed ancient
understandings of its efficacy. At the same time, under the joint pressures
of patriarchal family needs for offspring and nationalist demands for
population growth, pharmaceutical advertisements—with their striking
imagery—dropped Danggui’s multi-functional image and progressively
presented the root as a modern solution for uterine warming, fertility
enhancement, and the promise of familial prosperity.

Keywords: Danggui, Angelica sinensis, extract and formulation, gender
and medicine, early twentieth century China
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